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THE BATTLE OF FALAISE NORMANDY, FRANCE AUGUST 14TH 1944 
By J.F. McGowan 17th Hussars 

On the night of August 13th, we were put in the picture, so the saying was at that time. The order of 
battle for the attack on the town of Falaise was given to us as follows; that is, as best I can remember for 
at that time I had no idea I would be trying to remember it all some 40 years later. 

First there would be a heavy air bombardment early in the morning in the area immediately ahead of 
our lines. This would cause us some concern as we had already suffered two bombings from the R.A.F. 
and the American Air force. This would be followed by a great artillery bombardment; General 
Montgomery was well known for his use of massed artillery. At a prearranged time the artillery would 
stop and the tanks would move across the start line followed by the support infantry of the 3rd Division. 
The infantry would be mounted in armoured troop carriers, which were something new at that time. 

When the tanks and the infantry had over run the German positions and seemed all their objectives the 
Recce Reg't (17th Hussars) would exploit the breakthrough. The Air bombardment and Artillery 
bombardment went off as planned. However, the tanks ran into devastating fire 88's and/or German 
tanks and were stopped shortly after they had crossed the start line. This of course stopped the infantry 
in their troop carriers and the Reece behind the infantry. 10th troop C squadron of the 7th recce (17th 
Hussars) was the lead troop behind the infantry with the squadron strung out behind. 

The 10th troop Recce Section with 2 Humber A/C's and 2 Humber scout cars, were in the lead followed 
by the 2 carrier sections with 2 carriers in each section. I was the driver of the troop leader's Humber 
A/C. Lieutenant B. E. Benitez was my crew commander and the gunner operator was R.E. Andrews. 

When the Reece Reg't was stopped behind the infantry and the tanks the radio message within the 
squadron were urgently requesting us in the lead to press on. We soon passed the infantry in their 
carriers and then the tanks, many tanks, were out of action. We were moving through tall grass or 
whatever it was went over the crest of a hill and on the down side we met very heavy anti tank fire. The 
2 Humber A/C's on the recce section were immediately destroyed, an armour piercing shell from the 
German 88 goes right through a Humber from the front through the driver, the turret, through the 
motor and out the back. A Humber offers no serious resistance to an 88. The 2 scout cars were damaged 
and one carrier destroyed. My car was hit in the front under carriage and part of the steering gear 
damaged so that the car could not be turned to the left. When we were hit, there was a loud explosion. I 
immediately accelerated down the hill past the destroyed vehicles to a line of trees which lined the road 
that crossed our advance and we were now out of sight of whatever was shooting at us. Mr. Benitez was 
lying on the floor of the turret, he had a head wound, and there was blood all over him and the floor of 
the turret. He soon revived and we gave him first aid and he was able to be quickly evacuated. RE. 
Andrews wanted nothing more to do with armour cars so was assigned to a carrier. He was killed by a 
sniper while sitting in a carrier on August 31st, 1944. 

The troop was assembled by Sgts McGill and McMullen. Although I had no crew commander or gunner 
operator I was asked to stay with the troop as I had the only AC left in the troop. As a troop, we saw no 
further action that day, and the next day I returned to B echelon with the damaged A/C. Since the 
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Humber A/C was beyond repair I was soon given a new car. I transferred all my kit and Mr. Benitez' kit to 
the new car. At that time we had steel ammunition boxes bolted to the fenders of the car in which we 
kept our personal kit. While transferring these boxes to the new car, I found several shrapnel holes in 
them with the result that all the shirts, etc. inside were full of holes. 

I also got a new gunner operator, Harold Weston, who came from Toronto. We got along very well 
together and stayed together until I was injured in April, 1945. Mr. Benitez returned to us in a few days 
and we rejoined our troop in time for the run through France. 

McGowan's return for Christmas Dinner 

First Christmas on the firemen's spare board for the Ottawa promotion district out of Montreal on the 
Canadian Pacific. 

There were more than 50 men on the firemen's spare board at that time. Bulletins were posted 
everywhere, no leave to be granted anyone over the holidays. There were lots of trains running in 
passenger service; some were regular trains and some were extra trains for the holiday traffic. They 
were all steam powered and some had to be double headed, that is, a helper engine had to assist the 
regular engine. 

About 10 a.m., I was called by George Nangraves, chief clerk of the calling bureau at Park Avenue 
Station. "John", he said, as he was always friendly with me since I had served with his brother Frank in 
the 17th Hussars. Frank was the clerk in C Sqn. Quarter Master Store. "I have a good job for you today; 
you should be back home for your Christmas dinner tonight. 

I need a fire man for the St. Martin helper, your engineer will be Joe Gariepy, a Quebec seniority man. 
The dispatcher says there will be only on freight train out of Three Rivers today, Christmas Day, so you 
are ordered at Outremont shop for 12.02 p.m. with engine 5119. If all goes well John, you should be 
back by 2 or p.m., lots of time for you Christmas dinner. Merry Christmas" he said as he hung up. 

I showed up at Outremont shop at 11.15 and prepared engine 5119, but before we left the shop track 
engine 5119 was required for a snow plow as it had started to snow quite heavily. Engine 5119 had a 
vestibule cab, which means that the cab was closed in and so better in snow plow service than an engine 
with an open cab. 

We were given engine 1045, which had an open cab but was equipped with curtains between the engine 
and tender on both sides and a curtain on the back of the cab which had to be drawn back in the open 
position when the fireman wanted to put in a fire. This was not much good when the engine was in a 
reverse or tender first movement. Since we had to travel first to StMartin Jct., a distance of 10 miles, 
we objected to the locomotive foreman, but to no avail. 

We arrived at StMartin Jct. about 1.00 p.m. The train we were to assist (Double head) was delayed and 
not expected for another two hours. Neither the engineer nor I had brought a lunch and as there was no 
place to eat at the junction, we had a long wait. The delayed train finally arrived. We backed on and 
without delay headed for Outremont and home. 
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When we passed Mile End tower we were given orders on the hoop by the operator to get coal and 
water and return to StMartin Jct. as soon as possible. The Frontenac, a fast passenger train from 
Quebec City to Montreal, was in difficulty and would require assistance. 

Upon our return to StMartin Jct. we were advised that the Frontenac was indeed in serious trouble and 
we would have to go to Terrebonne, a distance of some 20 miles on the Three Rivers subdivision tender 
first. 

That was some trip, as I had never been on the Three Rivers subdivision before and we were running 
tender first in a snow storm. 

We finally found the stranded train which was well protected by the crew with torpedoes and red fuses. 
They were very pleased to see us as they had about 300 passengers who were by this time cold and 
hungry and very upset to be delayed about 5 hours on Christmas Day. 

We were coupled on to the front end of a 2800 and without delay or further incident we arrived at 
Windsor station in Montreal. We were greeted by a battery of officials of the railway and what looked 
like hundreds of people waiting for this train which was by this time over 5 hours late. 

Although my Engineer and I were very hungry we had no opportunity to get anything to eat for they 
soon pulled the equipment from behind us and we were on our way back to Outremont shop once 
again, tender first, into the snow storm. We arrived about 11.00 p.m. at the shop track and off duty at 
1:30 p.m. Christmas Day was just about over. 

At that time, I lived with my mother at 5698 Jeanne Mance street which was about a 20minute walk 
from Outremont shops. That night I was tired and hungry, and trudging through knew deep snow was 
not appealing, so I headed for the streetcar stop on Park Avenue. Tickets were four for .25$ in those 
days. At the streetcar stop several people told me they had been waiting a long time, so I decided to 
walk home. I had gone about half way when the streetcars passed me by. I remember it was a long cold 
walk in all that snow. 

When I finally arrived home, Christmas Day had passed and the eagerly anticipated Christmas dinner 
with my mother, brothers and sisters, so longed for in the many years of army service overseas, would 
have to wait another year. 


